Maternal pituitary-adrenal responsiveness as a function of differential treatment of rat pups.
The effects of litter separation and pup treatment on the maternal pituitary-adrenal system were investigated in 3 experiments. Lactating females did not show a pituitary-adrenal response to separation from their pups. However, the lactating females showed an increase in plasma corticosterone when their pups had been briefly removed and then returned. If, in addition, the pups were subjected to a noxious stimulus (electric shock) during the 2-min separation, mothers showed a further increase in corticosterone. When pups were returned after 3 hr of separation, mothers again showed a differential pattern of corticoid responsiveness. The magnitude of the mother's pituitary adrenocortical response depended upon the intensity of treatment given to the pups. These data lend physiological support to behavioral studies which have shown that maternal behavior is differentially influenced by pup-produced stimuli.